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The accession in 1973 of Ireland and the United Kingdom, together with 
Denmark, to the European Economic Community (EEC) was an important 
factor in facilitating the hugely improved relations between London and 
Dublin. Through our common membership of the European Union (EU), the 
relationship between the UK and Ireland has been placed in a much broader 
framework in which cooperation between sovereign states in pursuit of 
common interests in the EU is the norm. Before our accession, the agenda 
for bilateral discussions between London and Dublin was narrow, and 
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relationships were influenced largely by developments in Northern Ireland. 
Our membership of the EU has greatly enlarged the agenda in the bilateral 
relationship with a shared appreciation of just how much we have in common 
when considering the challenges faced by the EU in areas such as 
competitiveness, climate change, energy, regulation and the internal market. 

The EU has also added a new dimension to the North‐South relationship on 
the island of Ireland. Belfast and Dublin discuss EU issues regularly in the 
North‐South Ministerial Council. EU legislation in areas such as water and air 
quality, transport, energy, agriculture and fisheries, transport, state aid and 
many others has similar implications for both north and south. Therefore, it 
makes sense for both sides to share views and collaborate on a broad range 
of EU matters. In some areas, the views of Belfast and Dublin are more closely 
aligned than those of Belfast and London. In addition, the north and south 
cooperate in our common objective of maximising the drawdown of EU 
funding, particularly in areas such as research and innovation. The EU‐
supported PEACE programme has been a strong practical expression of EU 
support for peace and reconciliation on the island of Ireland. 

This paper looks at current issues on the EU agenda from a Brussels 
perspective. It examines areas where Ireland, Britain, and Northern Ireland 
cooperate closely, including areas where the UK is seeking improvements in 
the functioning of the EU in advance of its national referendum on EU 
membership. 

Introduction 

The EU has been featuring prominently in the news and often for reasons 
that are not flattering to the Union’s image in the member states. The 
continuing, seeming never‐ending effort to deal with the crisis in the 
Eurozone, particularly the parlous financial state of Greece, the impact of 
the economic crisis on growth and employment across the Union and the 
more recent fraught efforts to develop a policy response to the surge in 
refugees seeking asylum in the Union are just a few of the issues attracting 
massive media attention around the world. 

Beneath the headlines and the very real challenges they identify, the EU 
continues to work across a huge number of policy areas on matters that 
affect the daily lives of its 500 million citizens, often in profound and 
unreported ways. 
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Despite the deep economic crisis the EU has suffered and the difficult and 
often contentious policy responses required, it remains the world’s largest 
and richest single market. At the same time, there is continuing frustration 
that the EU has not yet fully capitalised on the potential of this enormous 
market and has not succeeded in turning it into a real engine of growth, 
employment and prosperity for all its citizens. 

The European Commission is strongly focused on developing legislative 
proposals designed to re‐energise the single market, particularly in the digital 
and services areas, to promote increased cross‐border trade through the 
removal of remaining barriers. In the transport sector, the Commission has 
proposed measures designed to facilitate greater integration of the European 
rail system, including greater competition in national rail markets. 

Ensuring a deep and liquid pool of finance for companies, both big and small, 
who want to invest and for governments anxious to develop outdated 
infrastructure is also seen as an integral part of our common efforts to restore 
growth to the member states. The new European Fund for Strategic 
Investments (EFSI) and other instruments, including the EU’s structural funds, 
will make an important contribution. In the longer term, the proposed 
development of an EU Capital Markets Union is aimed at establishing a pan‐
European source of potential funding for companies similar to that already 
available in the United States. 

Complementing this work on the EU single market is a renewed effort by the 
Commission to respond to the growing concern of both the member states 
and businesses about excessively onerous EU regulation and its impact on 
the competitiveness of European companies. 

Also underpinning the EU’s future growth prospects is the continued 
promotion of free and open trade, both at a global level and with the Union’s 
key trading partners. The successful completion of the negotiations with the 
US on a Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) is a major 
objective. Other trade negotiations with major economies such as Japan and 
India also have the capacity to boost the external trade of the European 
Union. 

The EU is taking a global lead in the fight against climate change and is at the 
forefront of international efforts to secure an agreed, ambitious and legally 
binding outcome of the UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris in 
December 2015. As part of this effort, the political leaders of the Union have 
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agreed on ambitious EU targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
promoting renewable sources of energy and increasing energy efficiency. 

Turning these political commitments into concrete legislation will require 
many months of difficult negotiations among the member states, the 
outcome of which will have far‐reaching implications for national energy 
systems, energy consumers (both commercial and private) and economic 
sectors such as agriculture and transport. 

The member states are also intent on tackling high unemployment in the 
Union and the pressing need to provide support and future job prospects for 
the jobless, particularly young people and the long‐term unemployed. 

Of course, the Union also continues to take decisions on more immediate 
challenges, including the continuing management of the common agriculture 
and fisheries policies, state aid and competition issues, the allocation of the 
huge EU research and innovation budget and ensuring that the member 
states comply with their legal obligations including through the correct 
implementation of EU law at a national level. 

There are also the major immediate challenges mentioned at the outset: the 
stabilisation of the Greek economy and its return to growth; the further 
development of the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), not least to 
ensure that the Eurozone members have the right tools to ensure their 
increasingly integrated economies can collectively and successfully deal with 
any future crises; and the handling by the Union of the surge in migrants 
fleeing from war and civil strife in countries such as Syria and Libya. Finally, 
the position of the United Kingdom in the Union and the handling of its 
proposals for improvements designed to make the EU more attractive and 
acceptable to its citizens will increasingly become the focus of attention. 

In the day‐to‐day work in Brussels on the vast range of EU issues, both major 
and minor, it is natural that Irish and UK officials should be in regular contact 
to explore where collaboration and cooperation is possible on issues of 
common concern. The following paragraphs look in some depth at the nature 
and level of cooperation between Ireland, Britain and Northern Ireland in 
Brussels and, in particular, on areas where such cooperation has been 
mutually beneficial. It also examines some areas where closer future 
collaboration could yield benefits.
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Promoting Ireland’s interests in Brussels 

The Irish government primarily promotes and protects its interests and values 
on EU issues through its permanent representation in Brussels. This office, 
staffed by around ninety officials, including administrative staff, includes 
officials from almost every Irish government department. The office is 
overseen by Ireland’s Permanent Representative to the European Union, 
Ambassador Declan Kelleher, Deputy Permanent Representative, 
Ambassador Tom Hanney, and the Political and Security Committee 
Representative, Ambassador Joe Hackett. 

The work of the permanent representation covers a huge range of activities, 
from participation at the expert level in EU working groups (finance, 
transport, energy, environment, health, trade, and so on), where the 
technical detail of Commission proposals for legislation are negotiated, to 
the Committee of Permanent Representatives (Parts 1 and 2) where files for 
ministerial discussion or decision at the Council of Ministers are prepared 
and where negotiations with the European Parliament on legislation are 
managed. The work also includes day‐to‐day contact with the Commission 
on all issues of concern to Ireland, discussions with other member states, 
contacts with the European Parliament and with important stakeholders such 
as NGOs. The representation is also in close contact with the Oireachtas, 
whose committees discuss and provide opinions on major pieces of EU 
legislation. 

The UK and all other member states also have permanent representations 
in Brussels, with expert officials from their capitals covering the many issues 
under discussion in the EU. 

The twenty‐eight member states of the EU strive to agree on acceptable 
compromises on EU legislative proposals tabled by the Commission. 
Ministers and officials negotiate with the European Parliament and 
themselves in an effort to arrive at agreements. In these negotiations, groups 
of member states often collaborate on issues in which they share common 
interests. 

As one of the smaller member states, such as the so‐called ‘like‐minded 
groups’, the composition of which can vary according to the issue under 
discussion, is particularly important for Ireland. If our national concerns on 
the implications of proposed EU legislation for us are shared by other 
member states, particularly other large member states with their greater 
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voting weight, the chances of having our concerns successfully addressed 
are greatly increased. On many of these issues, Ireland and the United 
Kingdom find themselves together in such like‐minded groups and frequently 
have very similar, if not identical, concerns and objectives. 

Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Wales all have representative offices in 
Brussels that are separate from but linked to the main UK government’s 
permanent representation. These offices pursue their specific regional 
concerns and promote their distinctive perspectives within the overall 
framework of UK‐EU policy. 

Ireland’s EU permanent representation in Brussels has a particularly close 
and constructive relationship with the Northern Ireland Executive Office, not 
least on the many issues where we share common concerns given our 
extensive cross‐border links in trade, tourism and transport, our relatively 
large agricultural sectors and the priority we both give to rural development, 
the importance we both attach to the fishing industry, similar environmental 
concerns including on air and water quality and, not least, our common 
interest in the successful implementation of the EU PEACE programme. 

The UK government shares similar concerns on many, but not all, of these 
issues. For example, in agriculture and fisheries, the interests of Dublin and 
Belfast are often more closely aligned than between Belfast and London. 
Belfast and Dublin regularly discuss EU matters within the North‐South 
Ministerial Council both at plenary sessions and when ministers meet twice 
a year in the various sectors of cooperation: agriculture, transport, 
environment, education, etc. 

The single market 

The EU single market underpins the free flow of goods, services, capital and 
information across the internal borders of the Union. Although a huge 
amount of work has been done to create a true single market since the late 
1980s, and the Union has already derived considerable benefits from the 
market, it is clear that we have yet to capture fully all of its benefits. 

The impact of the economic crisis on the economies of the member states, 
and the difficult decisions that have been taken to restore stability have given 
rise to a renewed focus on the single market as a future engine of growth 
and jobs. There are two areas in particular where the single market is still 
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hampered by obstacles at a national level and incomplete regulation at an 
EU level. These are the digital and services sectors. 

In June 2014, the European Council (heads of state and government of the 
member states) agreed on a Strategic Agenda for the Union in Times of 
Change, setting out, in five priority areas, a longer‐term vision for the 
development of the Union. The first of these areas is A Union of jobs, growth 
and competitiveness, where the European Council, among other things, 
agreed that the member states should fully exploit “the potential of the 
single market in all its dimensions; by completing the internal market in 
products and services; by completing the digital single market ...”. 

This commitment was, in turn, echoed in the ten political guidelines the 
incoming Commission President, Jean‐Claude Juncker, issued to the new 
European Commission where, he said, the new Commission “would take, 
within the first six months of my mandate, ambitious legislative steps towards 
a connected digital single market ...”. President Juncker also added: 

By creating a connected digital single market, we can generate up to 
€250 billion of additional growth in Europe in the course of the 
mandate of the next Commission, thereby creating hundreds of 
thousands of new jobs, notably for younger job‐seekers, and a vibrant 
knowledge‐based society. 

The Commission has since followed up its commitment with the publication, 
in May 2015, of a communication, A Digital Single Market Strategy for 
Europe, paving the way for the presentation over the coming year of sixteen 
new initiatives designed to break down barriers within the EU digital single 
market. 

This push to develop the EU’s digital sector also meets one of the UK’s 
concerns. In his address to Bloomberg in January 2013, Prime Minister David 
Cameron set out, in general terms, the UK’s key concerns, which need to be 
addressed before a UK referendum on EU membership is held. He said: 

... when the single market remains incomplete in services, energy and 
digital – the very sectors that are the engines of a modern economy 
– it is only half the success it could be ... It is nonsense that people 
shopping online in some parts of Europe are unable to access the best 
deals because of where they live. I want completing the single market 
to be our driving mission. 
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Both the British and Irish governments are strongly supportive of the 
Commission’s objectives for the digital single market, not least because the 
economies of both have large and flourishing IT sectors open to foreign 
investment and competition and are well placed to capitalise on further 
openings in the internal market. Both governments have urged the EU to 
remain open to investment by foreign IT companies and also expressed 
caution on the need for new regulation of internet platforms except in cases 
where it can be convincingly demonstrated, through thorough impact 
assessment, that regulation is both necessary and beneficial. 

In an important speech in London on Ireland, Britain and Europe on 14th 
November 2014, the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Charlie Flanagan TD, 
expressed Ireland’s position clearly: 

We share with you [the UK] the view that the EU must do more to 
restore its competitiveness and boost productivity. This will include 
the completion of the single market in services and further progress 
in the digital single market. Again, the UK will find a partner and ally 
in furthering this agenda in its close neighbour and friend across the 
Irish Sea. 

In June 2015, in advance of the European Council and at the initiative of the 
Taoiseach, prime ministers from Ireland, the UK, the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Finland, Estonia, Poland, and the Czech Republic sent a joint letter to Donald 
Tusk, the President of the European Council, commending the Commission 
for its new strategy and emphasising that “Europe’s digital single market is 
open and connected to the wider world.” 

Before the end of 2015 the Commission is expected to issue legislative 
proposals on two of the sixteen areas for future action: the reform of 
copyright law and the reform of consumer rights for consumers who trade 
online. In the meantime, the Commission has also opened public 
consultations on the reform of the EU’s Audiovisual and Media Services 
Directive (AVMSD) and telecoms framework. 

While much of this work is technical in nature, it aims to deal with issues 
such as ending so‐called geo‐blocking, under which consumers in some 
markets are blocked from accessing online broadcasts or from buying certain 
goods in other member states. It will greatly simplify the consumer rights 
regime for consumers who wish to buy goods online across borders but who 
are currently deterred by a lack of certainty about their rights. It will also 
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create an EU legislative basis for EU companies wishing to engage in new, 
innovative, and job‐creating activities such as text and data mining, where 
current copyright law creates legal uncertainties that deter investment. 

As this digital single market strategy moves forward, the UK and Ireland, 
together with other like‐minded partners, will continue to work closely 
together to ensure that the commitments are delivered. While we see the 
strategy as a major instrument for promoting growth and jobs through 
eliminating national barriers, a number of other member states remain 
concerned about the impact of foreign, principally US, companies on the EU 
market in areas such as search engines. Some member states also see the 
strategy more as an instrument for supporting national European digital 
champions than for enhancing cross‐border trade and fostering competition 
and innovation. 

In addition, the issue of copyright law remains contentious between the 
member states against the background of very different national copyright 
regimes and continuing concerns about the impact of the Commission’s 
proposals on the European film and TV industries. 

Past efforts to revitalise the European digital sector have not been 
particularly successful as they have rapidly become bogged down in complex 
technical negotiations between experts and suffered from a lack of 
continuing high‐level political oversight. This is why, in their common letter 
mentioned above, the prime ministers called for regular reporting on 
implementation progress to the European Council. 

These efforts to develop the EU’s digital single market received a boost in 
June 2015 when the member states and the European Parliament, after many 
months of difficult negotiations, agreed on a legislative measure which, by 
2017, will effectively end roaming charges for consumers travelling within 
the EU. Both the UK and Ireland were at the forefront in supporting an early 
end to roaming charges and together played an active role in securing this 
agreement. 

Beyond the digital sector, the EU’s internal market in cross‐border services 
also remains, as Prime Minister Cameron said, “incomplete”. The services 
sector in Europe employs over 150 million people and amounts to more than 
two‐thirds of EU GDP. Yet considerable national barriers to the trade in 
services remain. Commission studies have shown that companies continue 
to face national‐level barriers to cross‐border trade in three priority sectors 
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– construction, retail and business & professional services – constituting 30 
per cent of EU GDP. 

In addition, there are no fewer than 6,000 professionals in the EU regulated 
at a national level. Such national regulations often serve as barriers to entry 
to particular professions for non‐nationals and frustrate the development of 
the single market in services. 

Later this year, the Commission is expected to produce proposals designed 
to deal with these concerns. Both the UK and Irish governments support the 
Commission’s objectives and are urging the Commission to be ambitious in 
its approach. And again, the further development of the EU’s internal market 
in services is an issue on the UK’s reform agenda, on which the Irish 
government, along with those member states traditionally committed to 
open, liberal free trade, will, as in the digital sector, be strongly supportive 
of the UK’s objectives. 

Mobility 
The single market relies on the free movement of people in the EU for its 
proper functioning. Free movement of people, including workers, is one of 
the so‐called four freedoms guaranteed under EU law (the others being 
goods, services and capital). The freedom of EU citizens to move across 
borders to live, work, study and provide services in another member state is 
at the very heart of the European Union. 

In the context of the free movement of people across the EU, cross‐border 
mobility is particularly relevant for people living in border regions on the 
island of Ireland. Considerable attention has been given to issues around tax, 
insurance, health provision, etc., which arise for trans‐frontier workers. The 
Centre for Cross Border Studies Border People project, which is supported 
by Irish government funding, provides valuable assistance and information 
in this regard. 

In 2004, following the accession of ten new member states from central and 
Eastern Europe,  Ireland, the UK and Sweden, whose economies at the time 
were flourishing, immediately opened their domestic labour markets to 
workers from the new member states. Other member states availed of 
provisions allowing them to delay such opening, but over the years, all 
member states have opened their labour markets to those countries that 
joined in 2004. 
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The opening of the labour markets gave rise to a surge in migration from east 
to west as workers from eastern countries, where unemployment was high 
and wages relatively low, moved west in search of employment 
opportunities. Ireland and the UK received a large number of such workers, 
with the result that mobile Polish workers represent 3.9 per cent of the 
labour force in Ireland and 1.4 per cent in the UK. 

This surge in internal migration, while hugely beneficial to the receiving 
economies, has, particularly in the UK, given rise to controversy as the 
migrant workers have put pressure on public services such as health and 
education in certain areas. There have also been concerns in many member 
states about possible abuses of the rules governing the free movement of 
workers through, for example, false benefit claims. 

Rising public concern in some member states about the impact of the internal 
migration within the EU has been magnified on foot of the surge in the 
numbers of refugees from outside the Union’s external borders fleeing war 
in countries such as Syria, Libya, Afghanistan and Somalia seeking asylum in 
the Union. Member states are grappling with difficult decisions on the 
handling of these claimants for asylum and the pressure they have placed 
on the EU’s current legal framework. 

Many member states, including Ireland, sympathise with many of the 
concerns expressed by the UK relating to internal migration, particularly 
concerns related to abuse of the rules of free movement. At the same time, 
we have very firmly indicated that we could not conceive of any watering 
down of the principle of free movement in the EU. The Minister for Foreign 
Affairs said: 

 ... to try to place limitations on the free movement of EU citizens 
within the Union would be to strike at a basic principle on which the 
Union is founded. Equally, I cannot conceive of any way in which such 
limitations would find the necessary political support around the 
table. 

At the same time, the minister indicated, “It is true that the right to free 
movement can be abused. Such abuses can be legitimately prevented.” 

The European Commission is expected to publish a mobility package late in 
2015, which will be an opportunity for the member states to discuss the rules 
governing the free movement of people in the EU and to consider whether 
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any tightening of these rules is warranted to deal with cases of abuse. The 
mobility package will include a targeted review of the Posted Workers 
Directive governing the temporary movement of workers from one member 
state to another to provide a service and also the Social Security Coordination 
Regulation, a complex law that governs the payment of benefits to EU citizens 
moving across borders. 

The Minister for Foreign Affairs, in his London speech, already identified one 
issue which could be addressed in the forthcoming mobility package: “Ireland 
and Britain have both raised with the Commission the appropriateness of 
people who work in our countries being able to claim child benefit for 
children living permanently elsewhere, where such benefits may be lower.” 

On the issue of mobility, therefore, there is considerable scope within the 
existing EU rules to address many of the UK’s legitimate concerns. Ireland 
shares many of these concerns and will be supportive of EU legislative 
proposals designed to fight against fraud and abuse of benefit systems while 
remaining firmly committed to the protection of the right of free movement 
within the EU. 

This will be a difficult and sensitive debate as those member states whose 
citizens are working in large numbers in other member states will clearly 
want to ensure that the rights of their citizens are fully respected and 
compatible with the EU treaties. Also, the full and effective implementation 
of the Services Directive, a priority for both the UK and Ireland, needs clear 
rules that facilitate, rather than hinder, the movement of workers from one 
country to another to deliver a service (posted workers). 

Reducing red tape and bureaucracy 

An important corollary of these efforts to revitalise the single market is a 
parallel effort to reduce red tape, over‐regulation and bureaucracy in the 
European Union. While the creation of the single market necessarily required 
a large volume of legislation aimed, in many cases, at harmonising product 
specification rules across the EU, there is a widespread view that the volume 
of EU legislation is now excessive and is posing a threat to the global 
competitiveness of European companies. 

Criticism of EU bureaucracy and over‐regulation is a strong theme in Prime 
Minister Cameron’s Bloomberg speech and is clearly seen by the UK as one 
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of the issues that needs to be firmly addressed in any push to improve the 
EU. As the prime minister said: 

Excessive regulation is not some external plague that’s been visited 
on our businesses ... These problems have been around too long. And 
the progress in dealing with them, far too slow ... That means creating 
a leaner, less bureaucratic Union, relentlessly focused on helping its 
member countries to compete. 

The Juncker Commission is well aware of the concern about red tape and 
bureaucracy. President Juncker established a powerful new vice president 
post in the new Commission responsible for better regulation and appointed 
the former Dutch Foreign Minister, Frans Timmermans, to the position. One 
of the tasks given to the new vice president is to steer the Commission’s 
Regulatory Fitness and Performance Programme (the so‐called REFIT 
programme), which is the central instrument used by the Commission for 
regulatory burden reduction. 

In May 2015, the Commission published a communication on Better 
Regulation for Better Results ‐ An EU Agenda setting out a far‐reaching and 
ambitious programme for regulatory reform in the EU which will both review 
and amend existing legislation to reduce regulatory burden and subject 
future legislation to a new and enhanced impact assessment process. In 
advance of the publication of this communication, Ireland joined an initiative 
spearheaded by the UK. It co‐signed a paper submitted to the Commission 
setting out priorities and a ten‐point plan for better regulation in the EU. 
Other signatories to this letter included Germany, Italy and Sweden. Many 
of the suggestions in the letter were subsequently reflected in the 
Commission’s communication. 

Better regulation is another area where the views of Ireland and the UK are 
closely aligned and where we would share many of the UK’s proposals for 
EU reform. As the Minister for Foreign Affairs said in London: “Prime Minister 
Cameron has said that a key British aim will be to liberate European 
businesses from red tape and overregulation. This is a goal we fully share in 
Ireland.” As in the case of the EU single market, progress is now being made 
on this issue, and the Commission and many member states have indicated 
they support further progress. The next step will be to ensure that the reform 
proposals now presented by the Commission are speedily agreed upon and 
are not watered down. Ireland and the UK will continue working closely with 
other like‐minded states to ensure this happens. 
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Trade 

Ireland and the UK both have open economies highly dependent on exports. 
Therefore, we both strongly support the EU’s commitment to expanding the 
number of its free trade agreements, particularly with major trade partners. 
Most attention is now focused on the early conclusion of the Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) between the EU and the United 
States, the EU mandate for which was agreed upon during Ireland’s 2013 EU 
Presidency. We have welcomed recently concluded agreements with Canada, 
Vietnam and Singapore and look forward to further progress in the 
negotiation of agreements with countries such as Japan, India and the Latin 
American Mercosur. 

Rail transport 

An efficient EU single market will require an effective transport system across 
the Union to facilitate the free flow of goods across borders. Despite 
extensive existing EU legislation covering the rail sector, the EU market in rail, 
particularly passenger rail as opposed to freight, remains fragmented, with 
national rail operators broadly confined to their home markets. In 2013, the 
European Commission published a comprehensive legislative proposal – the 
4th Railway Package – designed to facilitate the interoperability of railway 
systems operating across borders, providing a European legislative basis for 
rail safety, binding rules on the member states covering how rail sectors 
should be governed and, most contentiously, proposing to open up national 
rail passenger markets to competition, including by compelling member 
states to put all public service obligations for the operation of subsidised rail 
networks out to international tender. 

The technical aspects of this package, covering rail safety and interoperability, 
are now agreed upon, leaving the more political governance and competition 
aspects still under discussion. Ireland has strongly argued that there would 
be no benefits gained by our national rail system by putting the existing public 
service obligation, awarded to and operated by Irish Rail, out to tender. This 
would simply impose a huge, costly and unjustified additional administrative 
burden on a very small rail network comprising just 0.4 per cent of the EU’s 
passenger rail market. Together with other member states with small rail 
markets, such as the Baltic States, Luxembourg, Portugal, Slovenia and 
Slovakia, we have presented a detailed case to the Commission that markets 
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whose size is less than 1 per cent of the EU’s overall rail market should be 
exempted from the legislation. 

This is an area where the views of Ireland and the UK differ as the UK, with 
its very large domestic network, has already opened the market in Britain 
fully to competition and is strongly supportive of the proposal that other 
member states should do likewise. Northern Ireland, whose network is not 
open to competition, would tend to share Ireland’s views on the need for an 
exemption for small rail networks. Discussions on the 4th Railway Package will 
intensify in the autumn as member states seek a compromise. 

Climate change and energy 

Another priority area for the EU, where Ireland, Northern Ireland, and the 
UK will continue to work closely together, is the climate change agenda. In 
December 2015, the signatories to the UN Climate Change Convention will 
gather in Paris with the aim of reaching a new global agreement designed to 
ensure that any rise in the earth’s temperature is limited to less than two 
degrees. 

The European Union, which already has the world’s most ambitious 
programme to tackle climate change, has taken a leading role in supporting 
a new global agreement. In October 2014, the European Council agreed on 
the basic elements of the EU’s approach to the Paris conference. At its core 
is an agreement to reduce the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions by 40 per cent 
over their 1990 levels by 2030, an obligation that should become legally 
binding on every member state. In addition, the Council agreed that the 
share of renewables in the EU’s energy mix should increase to 27 per cent 
by 2030 and that energy efficiency should increase by 27 per cent by 2030, 
both of these latter targets being binding on the EU as a whole rather than 
on individual member states. 

Both Ireland and the UK are members of a climate change Green Growth 
Group (GGG) at EU level, which is supporting an ambitious outcome to the 
Paris conference and a leadership role for the EU. While members of this 
group supported the target for greenhouse gas reductions of 40 per cent, 
there were differences over the renewable energy and efficiency targets and 
how they should be dealt with. The UK, for example, was opposed to a 
renewable energy target, particularly any target that would be binding at the 
national level, whereas Ireland was more supportive. 
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In 2016, the EU will have to decide how the 40 per cent greenhouse gas 
reduction target is shared between the member states. This will be a complex 
and difficult negotiation, particularly the burden‐sharing arrangement 
covering the areas of transport, heating and cooling and agriculture (the so‐
called non‐ETS – Emissions Trading Scheme – sectors). 

Ireland has a fundamental national concern in this forthcoming negotiation, 
which we have been stressing throughout all of the EU talks on climate 
change. In the non‐ETS sector, approximately 45 per cent of all greenhouse 
gas emissions in Ireland come from agriculture, where mitigation possibilities 
are limited. We are unique in this regard in the EU, as no other member state 
has agricultural emissions higher than 30 per cent, with most member states 
having emissions below 20 per cent. The only other country in the world with 
a similar emissions profile to Ireland is New Zealand. For this reason, we have 
been consistently arguing, and our argument has been broadly accepted, 
that any EU climate change policy must take food security into account. 

This is another area where the views of the UK and Ireland differ. The UK 
fears that any special status given to agriculture, land use and land use 
change, including afforestation, in the accounting system for climate change 
emissions could weaken the overall level of ambition. The views of Northern 
Ireland, with its large agriculture sector, could be expected to be closer to 
Ireland. 

In general, much work remains to be done in developing detailed technical 
legislation that will translate the overall EU 40 per cent greenhouse gas 
reduction target into national‐level targets. Ireland, Northern Ireland and the 
UK will continue to work closely on the overall package of legislation and on 
developing measures to resolve Ireland’s particular national concerns. 

It is worth noting that the EU’s role in these global negotiations, and the very 
strong role played by the UK within the EU in helping to shape the EU’s overall 
policy approach, is a good example of how the UK’s EU membership is 
leveraged to ensure that the UK can influence a global negotiation involving 
such major powers as the United States, China, India and Russia. 

Energy 

The fight against climate change is closely linked to energy policy as efforts 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions through decarbonising economies and 
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to increase energy efficiency, and the use of renewables have a huge impact 
on the energy sector. In addition to its proposals on climate change, the 
European Commission has also presented a strategy aimed at achieving an 
energy union in the EU. The future implementation of this strategy will have 
implications for the single energy market on the island of Ireland, on North‐
South and East‐West electricity and gas interconnection, the possible 
development of a regional market in renewable energy and on research 
issues such as the development of wave energy where Ireland, the UK 
(particularly Scotland) and Northern Ireland are all active. 

As part of the energy union, each member state will have to devise a national 
energy and climate plan setting out how the EU’s climate change targets will 
be met at a national level. These national plans are expected to be based on 
a high level of regional cooperation. We can expect, therefore, that the 
already high level of cooperation on energy between north and south and 
with Britain will become even more intense in the coming years. 

Other 

The EU’s programme for research, innovation and development, Horizon 
2020, provides a budget of €70 billion between 2014 and 2020. Horizon 2020 
succeeds the previous programme, Framework Programme 7 (FP7), under 
which Ireland met its target of securing €600 million for Irish researchers, a 
result which was greatly facilitated by the support to the research community 
provided by Enterprise Ireland and its network of focal points. For Horizon 
2020, Ireland has set a target of securing €1.2 billion in EU research funding. 

Similarly, though on a considerably lesser scale, Northern Ireland has adopted 
a strategy and a target for Horizon 2020. Northern Ireland’s target is €145 
million, a 65 per cent increase in its receipts of €88.5 million from FP7. In 
recent years, North‐South cooperation on accessing funding under the EU’s 
research programme has intensified, particularly following the strong 
engagement of InterTradeIreland in its promotion. InterTradeIreland chairs 
an all‐island Horizon 2020 steering group looking at maximising the 
drawdown of funds from the programme. A target of €175 million has been 
agreed jointly between Ireland and Northern Ireland for specific North‐South 
collaborative projects. 

Given the ambitious targets by both Belfast and Dublin for accessing EU 
research funding, there is scope to continue to improve the intensifying 
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cooperation between research institutions on the island, including in the 
submission of joint bids for EU funding. This is particularly important at a 
time when government research budgets are under severe pressure. 

The reform of the Common Fisheries Policy, agreed during Ireland’s EU 
Presidency in 2013, is now being gradually rolled out. A central element in 
this reform is the so‐called ‘landing obligation’ designed to end the practice 
of trawlers discarding often large volumes of fish for which they do not have 
a quota. The implementation of the landing obligation will pose a significant 
challenge for the Irish fishing industry. The government is committed to 
implementing the obligation but stresses the need to move forward 
pragmatically and with the support of the industry. Given the similarities in 
the structure and geographic range of the Irish and Northern Irish fishing 
fleets, North‐South discussions on the implementation of the landing 
obligation and its implications will intensify. 

UK referendum 

Ireland’s position on the debate in the UK about its future membership of 
the EU was most succinctly and bluntly stated by the Minister for Foreign 
Affairs in his London speech: “Ireland’s position on this is unequivocal: we 
want the UK to remain a full, integral member of the EU.”  

As the minister stated: 

Ireland and the UK are like‐minded on very many issues. In terms of 
history, culture, language and human ties, we are closer to one 
another than to anybody else in the EU. And like several other 
member states, Ireland sees the UK as a key ally and partner. In fact, 
the UK is the single most important champion of many of the 
European policies we support. 

In addition, the EU has been a strong force for peace and reconciliation and 
has provided a framework for cooperation between Unionist and Nationalist, 
and between north and south. The EU has also supported the peace 
progress, not least through its PEACE and Interreg programmes. 

As the UK’s proposals on improving the EU are refined further and become 
more precise, it is already clear that in areas such as trade, deepening the 
single market in services, strengthening the digital single market, rolling back 
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red tape and over‐regulation and dealing with abuse and fraud in national 
benefits systems, the EU has begun to act with determination. Far‐reaching 
proposals on these issues are either on the table or will soon be produced. 
As the Minister for Foreign Affairs has stated, Ireland and many other 
member states are on the same side as the UK on these issues, and we will 
be ready to support speedy agreement on and implementation of any 
agreements reached. 

In Brussels, Ireland, the UK and the Northern Ireland Executive Office will 
closely collaborate in the months ahead on all issues where we have common 
interests and where we all agree that much remains to be done to improve 
the EU’s competitiveness, restore growth, create jobs and ensure that the 
EU is seen throughout the Union as working in the interests of all our citizens.


